SHAIKH SALIH

Half an hour may have passed in such gloomy reflec-
tions and the sun was near to setting when my servant
Muhammad came bounding up the steps.

'News! Sahib! Two Badawin have just arrived in the
bazaar from the desert, and they say they are an advance
party of some forty others with camels, and of them are
Ma'yuf and Khuwaitim whom you sent. To-night they
halt over the water-hole of Forum; to-morrow, insha'llak,
they will be coming down to the Jurbaib.'

Joyous news indeed if true; but the gunboat would also
arrive for me to-morrow. Had my desert party - if such it
was - come a day too late ? Was I to be cheated at the
eleventh hour ?

I looked down into the fort courtyard upon forty dainty
riding camels and as many ragged Badawin, that had come
two hundred miles at my secret bidding out of the sands of
Rub' al Khali. I looked out seawards where Al Sa'idi rode
at anchor. And now her gallant commander, Captain
Salih al Mandhari, came ashore cheerful as always, and
expecting to take me back to Muscat. I eagerly ran through
the sheaf of letters that he brought. The first bore the
Sultan's crest. It was dated from India and was in that
intimate and friendly hand I knew so well. I read it a
second time, a third time, and in the strength of the
confidence which marked our relations for six years, I made
a decision. I would send the gunboat back without me to
Muscat. I would attempt the return by another way. I
would join fortune with those attractive ruffians below,
strangers all, and take the plunge with them into the
uncharted wilderness.

Khuwaitim and Ma'yuf brought Shaikh Salih to see me,
and all were at pains to enlarge upon the difficulties they
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